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Most people agree that lying is intentional — i.e., performed with a specific purpose to do so.  
Brain and non-verbal studies suggest that telling the truth is an automatic response and that 
engaging in lying is deliberate and requires higher brain processes, including inhibiting the truth 
response, constructing new information, and taking perspective of the other person’s mental 
states. There is some evidence, however, that lying can occur without intention. Young children 
lie before they understand that by expressing false statements, they can create false beliefs in 
another person’s mind. Furthermore, research showed that when people do not have the capacity 
to engage in deliberate thought, lying still occurs when the act of lying serves the self. So, lying 
often occurs intentionally, but some lies may not be expressed with the intention to create a false 
belief in another person’s mind. 
 
Most definitions of lying provided by deception experts and dictionaries include that lying 
occurs intentionally, i.e., deliberately making an untruthful statement to deceive. The general 
conception is that truth-telling is the automatic response and that people only lie when they have 
a reason to do so, for instance, when they want to present themselves more favorably to attain a 
goal or when they want to avoid hurting another person. When in a situation in which lying 
might be more beneficial than truth-telling, people often deliberately think about what is the best 
response given the circumstances. Neuroimaging and Event Related Potential studies confirm 
this idea by showing that when people lie, there is more activity in brain areas involved in 
executive functioning. This suggests that people engage in processes that regulate, control, and 
manage cognitive processing, like inhibition, planning, working memory, and initiation and 
monitoring of actions. So enhanced cognitive processing involved in lying is due to 1) deliberate 
thinking about whether to lie or tell the truth and 2) cognitive processing when telling the lie (for 
instance, taking perspective of the mental states of the people being lied to), which occurs 
regardless whether the lie is intentional.  
 
Studies on non-verbal aspects of lying are in line with the idea that the truth is an automatic 
response which is inhibited when lying. These studies showed that liars are more likely to speak 
slowly, have more speech disturbances, and take longer speech pauses than truth-tellers. Liars 
also show fewer body movements. Finally, people respond faster when their response is truthful 
compared to a lie. Research on ethical decision making also suggests that people do respond 
ethically intuitively, but are more likely to lie when they engage in deliberate thinking. 
 
Thus, there is ample evidence suggesting that lying occurs intentionally. When an untruthful 
statement is made without intention to deceive, this is often not regarded as real lying. For 
instance, if people intend the other person to know that the statement is false when joking or 
teasing. An untruthful statement can also be expressed not knowing that the statement is false if 
the person was not provided with accurate information or if a memory error occurred.   
 
There are a few instances, however, in which an untruthful statement is regarded as a lie and 
does not seem to be expressed with the intention to create a false belief in another. This occurs in 
young children, in people who have a chronic self-serving goal, and in pathological liars. These 
instances are discussed below. 
 Young children start to lie even before they understand the intentionality of lying, which suggest 
that lying can occur unintentionally. At the age of two years old, children engage in denial when 
being asked if they did something bad when in fact they did. They are able to make a false 
statement at of the age of two as they are able to grasp the distinction between reality and a false 
belief. Children at this age, however, do not yet understand that their own thoughts can be 
different from others and, thus, they do not understand that they can express a statement which 
they know is false and which they know the other will regard as true. It is still unclear whether 
lying at the age of 2-3 is true deception or just word play or wish fulfillment. It is possible that, 
as children show denial to avoid being punished, this is a rudimentary form of intentional lying 
to protect the self: children want to protect the self from punishment which may occur without a 
real intention to create a false belief in other people’s mind. Between age 10 and 12, children are 
fully able to grasp the intention of the lie.  
 
In a similar way, adults seem to lie without deliberating about the consequences this lie brings 
for another person. Research shows that people have an automatic (i.e., without deliberate 
thought) tendency to act upon their self-interest, even if this means that they have to lie. This 
implies that people’s automatic tendency is to lie if engaging in lying is beneficial for the self. 
Indeed, people who are depleted or under time pressure, and thus are not able to deliberate on 
what to do and why, are more likely to lie when this serves the self. This suggests that lying can 
occur without deliberate thought. Responding automatically implies not deliberately thinking 
about the purpose for reacting the way they do (so unintentionally). Although in this case people 
do not deliberately think about whether and why they should lie, people can have a chronic goal 
which leads them to lie automatically, for instance, when people have an automatic goal of 
serving the self.  
 
Finally, another example in which lying seems to occur unintentionally is when the liar is a 
pathological liar. Pathological liars lie with the purpose of lying, not necessarily intended to 
create a false belief in another person. Their lie response is an automatic response, so without 
deliberately thinking about the consequences of the lie.  
 
Lie-experts debate about whether automatic lying, which sometimes has an additional effect that 
liars create false beliefs in other people, necessarily implies that they intend to deceive another 
person. These lies are expressed not with the means to create a false belief in another person, but 
with the means to serve the self or to deceive as an end.  
 
Taken together, lying often occurs intentionally: people generally engage in deliberate thought 
before they decide to lie and have reasons for lying. Lying, however, can also occur 
automatically. When the lie response is an automatic response, one can question to what extent 
people lie with a real intent to deceive others, as it might be an (unforeseen) by-product of 
achieving their goal.  
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